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"We contacted Smithsonian":
The Wetherills at Mesa Verde
DAVID HARRELL

Nearly one hundred years after their involvement with what is now
Mesa Verde National Park, the Wetherill family of Mancos, Colorado,
remains the subject of disagreement, if not controversy. Praised by
supporters as sensitive pioneers in southwestern archaeology but condemned by detractors as mercenary, shortsighted pothunters-even
vandals-the Wetherills enjoy, or perhaps endure, an ambiguous fame.
Despite this ambiguity, however, a number of complimentary testimonials to the family's work have endured: testimonials both archaeological and literary. Indicative of the former are the number of
artifacts obtained by the Wetherills and still on display in various museums, as well as the official acceptance of the name "Wetherill" for
one of the mesas in the national park.! Of particular interest here,
David Harrell is a doctoral candidate in the English Department in the University
of New Mexico. He is co-editor of an anthology of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
European exploration narratives to be published by the University of New Mexico Press.
The research for this article, which relates to the author's dissertation on The Professor's
House, was supported in part by a grant from the Graduate Student Association Student
Research Allocations Committee at the University of New Mexico.
1. It was the Swedish scientist Gustaf Nordenskibld who first applied the name
"Wetherill's Mesa" to a plateau in Navajo Canyon where he and the Wetherills excavated
ruins in the summer of 1891. Nordenskibld thought the name appropriate because the
Wetherills "have done so much service in the exploration of these regions." See D. Lloyd
Morgan, trans., The Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa Verde (Glorieta, New Mexico: Rio Grande
Press, 1979), 11, 21.
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The five Wetherill brothers, circa 1893. From left to right, AI, Win, Richard,
Clayton, and John. Courtesy New Mexico State Records Center and Archives.

though, are the literary testimonials, both fictional and nonfictional.
Several of them not only immortalize the role the Wetherills played in
the discovery and excavation of certain Anasazi ruins in Mesa Verde,
but they also perpetuate a decidedly unflattering image of one of the
nation's most venerable institutions, the Smithsonian.
Virtually everyone who has told their story has repeated the undocumented report that the Wetherills tried in vain to convince the
Smithsonian Institution to aid them in their excavations. Frank McNitt
tells perhaps the most familiar version:
Soon after the discovery of Cliff Palace, Richard wrote to the directors of the Smithsonian Institution and to Harvard's Peabody
Museum, requesting that they sponsor himself and his brothers,
or send their own scientists to work with them in the ruins. These
appeals were rejected. 2
Other commentators also accept as fact the essentials of the correspondence although, interestingly, the author of the letter is var2. Frank McNitt, Richard Wetherill: Anasazi (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 1957), 36.
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iously identified and the precise contents variously reported. Frances
Gillmor and Louisa Wade Wetherill attribute authorship of the letter
to Richard's father, Ben, who "looked at the relics they [his sons] had
brought back with them, and realized the importance of their finds.
He wrote a letter to the Smithsonian Institution offering them the entire
collection for the cost of excavating."3 Mary Comfort proposes a similar
account. 4 The version told by Richard's brother Al is longer but less
specific on the matter of authorship:
The immensity of the undertaking commenced to worry us so we
appealed to the government to "take over." We felt ourselves against
a blank wall. There is no money to be made at archaeology, either
as a scientific worker or a pothunter, and no future to one's efforts.
There was never any money to do things the way we wanted and,
unless an appropriation was made, no way to do anything. We
contacted Smithsonian to see if that body would be interested in
the project.... 5

"

.< .

EquaIly vague are AI's daughter, Martha Wetherill Stewart ("the Wetherills did endeavor, without success, to interest the Government ... ")
and Richard's widow, Marietta Wetherill ("firs.t, they [Richard and
brothers] tried to get some of our local, like the Smithsonian or any
museum, any good museum, they tried to get them to take an interest
in these ruins ... ").6
These variations notwithstanding, all the accounts agree in the
main on the Smithsonian response to this request for aid: the Institution
was financially unable to support an expedition or purchase a collection
but would be happy to accept any donations. Two of the accounts add
a further qualification: McNitt says that the Smithsonian would accept
a donation "if it measured up to their requirements"; and Al Wetherill,
implying the same thing, says "we lacked financial backing to assemble
3. Frances Gillmor and Louisa Wade Wetherill, Traders to the Navajos (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1953), 35.
4. See Mary Apolline Comfort, Rainbow to Yesterday: The John and Louisa Wetherill
Story (New York: Vantage Press, 1980),21.
5. Benjamin Alfred Wetherill, The Wetherills of the Mesa Verde: Autobiography of Benjamin Alfred Wetherill, ed. Maurine S. Fletcher (London: Associated University Presses,
1977), 128. The University of Nebraska Press issued a paperback edition of this book in
1987.
6. Quoted in ibid., 296. Marietta Wetherill, with Lou Blachly, tape no. 440; Pioneers
Foundation, University of New Mexico Zimmerman Library (July 15, 1953), transcription
by Mary Blumenthal, p. 4.
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a collection to meet museum requirements for that worthwhile organization [i.e., the Smithsonian], or any organization."?
The antagonism between the family and the Institution which
these accounts suggest received its most poignant development in a
notable piece of fiction, Willa Cather's novel The Professor's House (1925),
which is based in part upon what Cather was told (and apparently
accepted as fact) when she visited Mancos in 1915 and spoke with a
member of the Wetherill family.
Following "very closely" the story of Richard Wetherill's discovery
of Cliff Palace, Willa Cather has her fictional character Tom Outland
discover the truly spectacular remains of a lost Indian civilization. 8
Properly impressed by his discovery, Outland goes to Washington and
tries, in vain, to interest the Smithsonian Institution in excavating and
preserving the ruins. Instead of the enthusiastic support he had hoped
to receive, Outland encounters a self-serving bureaucracy more interested in European expositions and artifacts than "dead and gone Indians" in the American Southwest. 9 Discouraged and disillusioned,
Outland returns to the ruins to continue exploring them himself.
For her own fictional purposes, Cather expands upon the reputed
role of the Smithsonian to make it even more villainous than other
accounts do. Ordinarily, such liberties would not be a cause for concern
because no one expects complete fidelity even in a novel supposedly
based upon facts. In this case, however, Cather's portrayal of the Smithsonian has received as much widespread tacit acceptance as that of the
7. McNitt, Richard Wetherill, 36. Wetherill, Autobiography, 128. Although it struck the
Wetherills as a cold rejection, this response seems quite in line with the practices of the
day. According to what appears to be an official policy statement in its 1889-1890 Annual
Report, the Smithsonian's Bureau of American Ethnology was openly soliciting the
"collaboration of explorers, writers, and students who are not and may not desire to be
officially connected with the Bureau...." See John Wesley Powell, Eleventh Annual Report
of the Bureau ofAmerican Ethnology (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1894), xxiii.
The statement goes on to promise proper credit for any work performed, but it says
nothing about other compensation. The call, apparently, is for volunteers. Also, it was
not at all uncommon for the Smithsonian to receive (and perhaps expect to receive)
donations and to rely frequently upon volunteer labor, often by the donors themselves.
See Paul H. Oehser, Sons of Science: The Story of the Smithsonian Institution and Its Leaders
(New York: Henry Schuman, 1949), 87-88; Virginia Hull McKimmon Noelke, "The Origin
and Early History of the Bureau of American Ethnology, 1875-1910" (doctoral dissertation, University of Texas at Austin, 1974), 186; and Curtis M. Hinsley, Savages and Scientists: The Smithsonian Institution and the Development of American Anthropology, 1846-1910
(Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1981), 71.
8. Willa Cather, "Literary Experimentation" [a letter about The Professor's House],
Newsletter of the College English Association (October 1940), 5. The letter was reprinted in
Willa Cather on Writing (New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 1949).
9. Willa Cather, The Professor's House (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1925), 235.
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William Henry Holmes. Courtesy
National Anthropological Archives,
Smithsonian Institution.
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Samuel Pierpont Langley. Courtesy
National Air and Space Museum,
Smithsonian Institution.

other accounts, so that one wonders again just how much truth there
was in what the Wetherills told her about their correspondence with
the Institution. 10
Until now, efforts to document the Wetherill-Smithsonian correspondence have gone unrewarded. At the request of Frank McNitt,
Dr. Frank H. H. Roberts, Jr., director of River Basin Surveys, searched
the Smithsonian files but failed to produce any letters from the Wetherills. Twenty years later Maurine S. Fletcher said that proof of contact
with the Smithsonian "has been elusive." ll As already noted, though,
this absence of tangible evidence has not stopped commentators from
accepting as fact, even as common knowledge, that the correspondence
did occur.

10. For examples see the following works: John H. Randall, III, The Landscape and
the Looking Glass (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1960), 205, 212; Leon Edel,
"A Cave of One's Own," and Paul Comeau, "The Professor's House and Anatole France,"
in John J. Murphy, ed., Critical Essays on Willa Cather (Boston: G. K. Hall & Company,
1984), 204, 223; John J. Murphy, "The Mesa Verde Story and Cather's 'Tom Outland's
Story,''' Notes on Modern American Literature, 5 (Spring 1981), 10; David Stouck, "Willa
Cather and The Professor's House: 'Letting Go With The Heart,''' Western American Literature, 7 (Spring 1972), 22; and Patrick J. Sullivan, "Willa Cather's Southwest," Western
American Literature, 7 (Spring 1972), 31.
11. McNitt, Richard Wetherill, 320; Wetherill, Autobiography, 133, n.9.

~,
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At last, some facts about the Wetherill-Smithsonian correspondence are clear since the correspondence itself has now been found. 12
So far, seven letters have emerged: four from B. K. Wetherill (not
Richard, after all, but his father), two from Secretary Samuel Pierpont
Langley, and one from William Henry Holmes, staff archaeologist.
There is probably no way of knowing whether these seven letters
constitute the entire correspondence between the family and the Institution, but at least they answer the outstanding questions.
According to the dates stamped on it at the Smithsonian, the first
Wetherill letter, addressed to "Superintendent, Smithsonian Institute,"
was received on December 20, 1889. In the first paragraph, Ben refers
to Richard's having "directed the party last winter [presumably the
winter of 1888-1889] i.e. McLoyd, Wetherill, et al," a reference which
corresponds to Richard's and Charlie Mason's December 1888 discovery of Cliff Palace. 13 Furthermore, Mason said that Charles McLoyd
was among the first people he and Richard told about their discovery
and a member of the first planned expedition to explore Cliff Palace .14
In the second paragraph Ben proposes that the exploring party he has
organized work "under the Auspices of your institution." Paragraph
three begins with the request, "Would like to hear from you in regard
to the matter." Then in paragraph four Wetherill mentions Richard's
familiarity with the area and his climbing ability as his qualifications
as "guide and prospector for relics...." Wetherill also proposes that
"the Mancos and tributary canons," as well as "Mesa Verda" [sic], be
"reserved as a national park, in order to preserve the curious cliff
houses."ls
12. In response to queries from this author, Deputy Director James R. Glenn of the
National Anthropological Archives and Susan W. Glenn of the Smithsonian Archives
located this correspondence. In addition to the copies of the letters themselves, Deputy
Director Glenn also provided copies of the internal notes of transmittal that accompanied
the rerouting of the first Wetherill letter from one official to another. As an explanation
of why he was able to locate this material when others had failed, Glenn says, "we are
now in a position to find material like this that is much better than Dr. Roberts'." James
R. Glenn to author, April 3, 1985.
13. B. K. Wetherill, to "Superintendent, Smithsonian Institute," December 1889,
Record Unit 189, Assistant Secretary in Charge of the U.S. National Museum, 18601908, Incoming Correspondence, Smithsonian Institution Archives.
14. C. C. Mason, "Discovery and Exploration of Cliff Dwellings in Mesa Verde Told
by Member of First Party," Denver Post, July 1, 1917, p. 6.
15. Wetherill's call for preservation of the ruins through status as a national park
was not new. According to Don Watson, as early as 1886 "a group of Denver people
[had) called attention to the need for a national park to preserve the ruins of the Mesa
Verde." See Don Watson, Indians of the Mesa Verde (Colorado: Mesa Verde Museum
Association, 1961), 27-28. Even so, there was enough foresight in Wetherill's suggestion
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Although this letter is clearly the beginning of their correspondence, it is apparently not the first contact the Wetherills made with the
Smithsonian. The first paragraph contains a reference to "a catalogue"
of handiwork '!of this prehistoric people" that "was sent you"-probably the same catalog described by Frederick H. Chapin, a copy of
which is at the State Historical Society of Colorado in Denver-and
"sold to the Colorado State Historical Society at Denver."16 This is
evidently the sale that McNitt discusses, which was sparked by the
inclusion of the mummy of a child which Clayton Wetherill and Charlie
Mason had found. The terms of the sale were agreed upon in 1889,
and the money, $3,000, changed hands the following year, a chronology
that corresponds to the date of Wetherill's first letter. I?

to elicit praise from current Park Superintendent Robert C. Heyder, who noted that at
the time there was only one other area with national park status: Yellowstone. Interview
with Robert C. Heyder at Mesa Verde National Park, April 4, 1986. Preservation efforts
did not begin to be effective, however, until 1897, when the Colorado Federation of
Women's Clubs joined the fight, expanding three years later into the Colorado Cliff
Dwellings Association. See Watson, Indians of the Mesa Verde, 27-28. This campaign for
preservation was doubtless enhanced by the fairly widespread, though apparently exaggerated, fears that ancient Indian artifacts at Mesa Verde and elsewhere were being
snatched up by "private collectors, commercial interests, and 'foreign powers.'" Noelke,
"Bureau of American Ethnology," 189. Hinsley makes a similar point in Savages and
Scientists, 94.
16. See "Catalogue of Ancient Aztec Relics from the Mancos Cafton, La Plata County,
South-Western Colorado, Collected by an Exploring Party Consisting of Chas. MeLoyd,
1. C. Patrick, J. H. Graham, and A. Wetherill, During the Winter of 1888 and 1889."
Chapin adds, "In this list A. Wetherill represents his several brothers also." See Frederick
Hastings Chapin, The Land of the Cliff-Dwellers (Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club,
1892), 157-58, n.1. Furthermore, Nordenskibld seems to refer to the same document:
"A brief catalogue of this collection [in the possession of the Wetherill family] forms the
first printed notice of the remarkable finds made during the excavations." Nordenskibld,
Cliff Dwellers, 12-13.
17. McNitt, Richard Wetherill, pp. 30-31. A certain amount of controversy and confusion still surround this sale. Despite considerable evidence to the contrary, Maurine
Fletcher contends that the WetherilIs "never sold Mesa Verde collections for profit." See
herreview of the Rio Grande Press edition of Nordenskibld's book in The Western Historical
Quarterly, 11 (April 1980), 201. Moreover, this author's search of the records at the
Colorado State Historical Society in Denver (Office of the Registrar) produced evidence
of only one purchase for $3,000 during this time: that of a collection made in 1892
expressly for the Society by Arthur Wilmarth, who was assisted by the WetherilIs. There
is no mistaking, however, that the Society did purchase collections from the Wetherills
themselves. For one thing, a number of donor cards on file at the Office of the Registrar
have the word "donor" crossed out and the word "PURCHASE" typed above it, followed
by "WETHERILL, AI: Collector and party (Party: Chas. McLoyd [sic], 1. C. Patrick, J.
H. Graham; winter: 1888-89." On subsequent cards this information is condensed to
"WETHERILL, AI: Collector and party." Yet another card, this one from 1894, cites a
purchase from "WETHERILL Brothers, Richard and AI." For another thing, McNitt's

.~.
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Clearly, then, at least part of the Wetherills' story is true: the family
did solicit aid from the Smithsonian. It is also true that their request
was in vain. The Institution's actual response, however, was one of
genuine interest rather than bureaucratic unconcern.
On January 22, 1890, Secretary Langley replied to B. K. Wetherill's
letter of December 1889. He apologized for the delay in responding,
saying that Wetherill's letter had been held for his return to Washington
"and has since then been unfortunately overlooked." The second and
final paragraph expresses a good deal of interest in the project:
I am quite of your opinion that collections of relics from the Cliff
dwellings [sic] should all be brought together in one place. This
seems to me to be necessary, in order that the greatest possible
advantages may result from their study. The Smithsonian Institution, however, is not directly engaged in any explorations of this
character. Such matters are rather within the scope of the Bureau
of Ethnology, of which Major J. W. Powell, is director. I have
referred your letter to him for consideration, and have no doubt
that you will soon hear from him on the subject.
That same day Langley sent Wetherill's letter to Major Powell,
with a cover letter saying, "1 have told him [B. K. Wetherill] that work
of this kind comes within the scope of the Bureau of Ethnology, and
that the matter has been referred to you for consideration." It is interesting that none of the Wetherills ever mentioned any such notification.
On January 29, Powell forwarded the letter to Henry W. Henshaw, his
assistant, who on the next day sent it to William Henry Holmes. At
first glance, this passing of the letter may seem like the sort of bureaucratic run-around that Willa Cather's Tom Outland is subjected to;
but, as the progression and the accompanying notes illustrate, it is
simply an attempt to deliver the letter to the person most qualified to
respond to it. 18
sources for the particular sale in question seem authoritative enough. On December 2,
1953, Dorothy Stuart, Assistant Librarian for the State Historical Society of Colorado
wrote McNitt that Charles McLloyd brought the Wetherill collection to Denver in May
1889, the Society bought it in 1890, and the purchase price was $3,000 (see the New
Mexico State Records Center and Archives, McNitt Collection, box #2). Stuart also sent
McNitt a copy of an article that says not only that the Society bought the Wetherill
collection for $3,000 but also that "only one-half of the purchase price ... being available
[the legislative allotment for that year was only $1,500], three members of the Society
signed personal notes for the balance ($1,500)." See LeRoy R. Hafen, "History of the
State Historical Society of Colorado. Part I," The Colorado Magazine 30 (July 1953), 17677.
18. As a case in point, this author's letters to the Smithsonian were rerouted in
much the same way for much the same reason.
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Holmes's note is especially interesting: "Respectfully returned to
H.W.H. [Henry W. Henshaw]. The matters referred to within are of
so much interest to me personally that I have taken the liberty of writing
directly to Mr. Wetherill. There seems to be no need of other communication with him." The final note, dated January 31 and initialed
H.W.H., makes it clear that Holmes had originally intended to file a
copy of his reply with Wetherill's letter, but then either he or Henshaw
removed it.
Holmes's letter to Wetherill is also dated January 31, 1890. Because
it is probably the document that most affected the Wetherills' attitude
toward the Smithsonian, it is quoted in full:
Your letter recently sent to the Secy. of the Smithsonian Institute in regard to the contemplated exploration of the Mancos
Region has been referred to me for answer-this is because I now
have charge of the division of field exploration.
Of course I would be very much pleased if as you suggest we
could in some way direct the work laid out by you, but it does
not seem practicable at present to do so. For scientific purposes
at least one half of the value of collections depend [sic] upon the
record of data relating to place and manner of discovery. If your
people were required to keep and capable of keeping such records
there wuold [sic] be less need of scientific supervision.
Years ago, (1875) [sic] I surveyed the San Juan country including the Mesa verde [sic] and am therefore thoroughly acquainted with the physical characters. It has always been a squrce
of regret that I had so little time to examine the archaeological
remains. In the near future I may send a party to the region to
survey and map the ruins. Of course it is a pity that they could
not be reserved and preserved, but when their multitude is considered-they cover a good part of four States and Treritories [sic]it seems a Herculean task. Is it not possible for you to map the
ruins visited and to preserve for this Bureau a series of descriptive
notes of work done. This would bea move in the right direction
and might lead to something more.
I would be much pleased to hear from you occasionally and
if we can manage to go in there again we may desire your services. 19
19. William Henry Holmes to Benjamin K. Wetherill, January 31,1890, Manuscript
and Pamphlet File, Habitations, Records of the Department of Anthropology, Smithsonian Institution. This statement of regret was probably genuine. Throughout Holmes's
report of his excavation of Mesa Verde are references to the same limitation, e.g. "It is
to be greatly regretted that extreme haste frequently prevented close and accurate work"
(p. 6) and "others could be seen from the trail, but I found no time to visit them" (p.
12). See William Henry Holmes, A Notice of the Ancient Remains of Southwestern Colorado,

.'
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Surely Holmes was a capable archaeologist, but in this instance
he was no better at tact than he, or his secretary, was at typing (even
the family name in the salutation is misspelled as "Wethreill"). No
doubt the Wetherills were disappointed to read that it was not "practicable" for the Bureau of Ethnology to direct their work, but they may
also have been hurt or even offended by Holmes's imputation that they
were incapable of keeping scientific records, especially since, as will
be shown, they had gone to such pains to do so and since they had
such an intimate interest in the ruins. They may also have inferred
some condescension in the concluding statement, "if we can manage
to go in there again we may desire your services." In these words,
perhaps, the Wetherills detected the coldness that they reiterated in
their subsequent accounts of the correspondence. But despite its disregard for personal feelings, Holmes's letter does express genuine interest in the project itself, and it holds out the hope, at least, of "something
more."
That the Wetherills probably did react strongly to Holmes's words
is suggested by the opening paragraph of Ben's reply (dated February
11, 1890), which immediately describes the family's efforts at recordkeeping: "Yours of Jan 31st received. We keep a strict record of all our
discoveries, where found etc. and all other items of interest." In the
next paragraph, Wetherill notes that, after considerable experience, his
sons "have [now] found how to find, the relics.... " Other statements
in the letter seem to be in direct response to comments from Holmes.
"We can map the ruins visited," Wetherill says, adding, "We have now
a number of photographs of some of them." Then three paragraphs
later, evidently with Holmes's concept of the "multitude" of ruins in
mind, Wetherill says, "1 think, from all information I can gather, that
the ruins in Mancos & tributary canons [sic], are the most extensive
in the country." The letter also reiterates the plea to make the ruins a
national park: "We are particular to preserve the buildings, but fear,
unless the Govt. sees proper, to make a national park of the Canons
[sic], including Mesa Verda [sic] that the tourists, will destroy them.,,20
Examined during the Summer of 1875 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1876). Another point worth making is that the Wetherills may have read these very
words themselves. As already noted, they were familiar with the annual reports of the
Hayden expeditions, of which the tenth report (published in 1878) contained a slightly
amended reprint of Holmes's article. See Mesa Verde and the Four Corners (Ouray, Colorado: Bear Creek Publishing Company, 1981), 381-408.
20. B. K. Wetherill to Holmes, February 11, 1890, Record Unit 189, Smithsonian
Archives. Indeed, Watson contends that the Wetherills were probably the only early
excavators who kept careful notes. Watson, Cliff Dwellings, 12. As a result, their collections
have "real scientific value." Watson, Indians, 27.
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B. K. Wetherill, second from left, with what may be a Ute wedding party, circa
1892. Courtesy New Mexico State Records Center and Archives.

A curious fact now emerges. Also on February 11, 1890, the same
date of his first letter to Holmes, Wetherill wrote his second letter to
Langley. In neither case does he mention the other recipient. Rather,
he seems to be writing on the same subject to two officials of related
institutions as if they were in mutual isolation. Granted, Langley had
prepared him to hear from Powell at the Bureau of Ethnology, not
Holmes; but in the first paragraph of his letter, quoted above, Holmes
acknowledges the referral from Langley. Why Wetherill does not mention the one to the other is puzzling.
This mystery aside, Wetherill's second letter to Langley enumerates some of the items in the "fine collection of relics" which he and
his sons have been gathering and alludes to the difficulty of removing
things from the canyon, "which is quite an arduous undertaking, having to use pack animals over a very rough trail for 45 miles." Echoing
his comments to Holmes about his family's diligence as amateur archaeologists, Wetherill also notes, "We keep a very carefully prepared
account of every thing of interest, noting where things are found, etc.
etc."
Attached to this Wetherill letter in the Smithsonian files is a note
stamped "G.B.G. [G. Brown Goode, Assistant Secretary] FEB 181890":

240

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

JULY 1987

"We agreed that cave reliCs should be collected and ref'd the letter to
Major Powell'and told Mr. Wetherill of the reference." According to
another stamp on the note, the matter was "attended to" on February
21 by R. 1. Geare. 21
If Powell or Geare ever contacted them, the Wetherills did not say.
There was, however, a second letter from Secretary Langley, dated
February 20, only nine days after Wetherill had written:
I have received your letter of February 11, and am glad to hear
that your sons are so earnestly engaged in the work of collecting
relics of the Cliff Dwellers. I regret that, as I told you in my letter
of January 22, the Smithsonian Institution unfortunately is unable
to make arrangements for obtaining large collections of this kind,
but I hope that your sons will have no difficulty in disposing
advantageously of their collections. If you have not heard yet from
Major Powell, you might write to him on the subject. 22
On March 3, 1890, Wetherill wrote not to Powell but to Holmes
again, partly, it seems, to inform him of the new items in their collection, which he says "is larger and contains a greater variety than the
combined collections of the kind in the U.S." More importantly, perhaps, Wetherill also asks for more information on "exactly what you
want in the shape of a map" and presents "one days [sic] description
of work done," the diary entry for December 11 (probably 1889), "in
order to get your idea of notes wanted."23 Clearly, the Wetherills were
trying to comply with Holmes's requirements. If the archaeologist never
responded to these efforts (and so far no such letter has been found)
or if he responded in the same tone as his first letter, then it is little
wonder that the Wetherills would have some ill feelings toward him
and the institution that he represented.
The distinction between villain and victim, however, is not quite
21. B. K. Wetherill to Samuel P, Langley, February 11,1890, Record Unit 189, Smithsonian Archives.
22. Langley to Benjamin Wetherill, February 20, 1890, Record Unit 112, Assistant
Secretary in Charge of the U.S. National Museum, 1879-1907, Outgoing Correspondence, Smithsonian Institution Archives.
23. B. K. Wetherill to Holmes, March 3, 1890, Record Unit 189, Smithsonian Archives. Jack E. Smith, Chief of Research and Cultural Resource Management at Mesa
Verde National Park, questions whether this sample is typical of the Wetherills' notes
or a revision especially well done for Holmes's benefit. For one thing, Smith says, field
notes are seldom taken in pen, as these appear to be. For another, they are impressively
detailed, especially for amateur archaeologists at that time. Interview with Jack E. Smith
at Mesa Verde National Park, April 4, 1986.
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so well defined as the preceding paragraph may suggest. The Wetherills' mercenary interest comes through in this letter more plainly than
in any of the others: "We will finish the ruins in this part of the State
in about three weeks, we [sic] then desire to dispose of it to the best
possible advantage [an echo of Langley's phrase]; and knowing that
you have been through this country & understanding the danger and
difficulty by which they are obtained, can appreciate their value better
than anyone else." It might be added that, despite their respect-even
reverence-for the ruins, the Wetherills never had any scruples about
earning money from their work. Not only, as noted earlier, did they
sell many of the artifacts they found, but they also conducted tours
and sold photographs. 24 After all, they had expenses to meet.
As for Holmes, one mitigating factor might be his consummate
professionalism. During this time, and for several years thereafter,
archaeology in the United States was still a nascent science trying to
establish its academic validity. A good indication of the emerging nature
of American archaeology is the fact that the first Ph.D. in the field was
not awarded until 1892. 25 Moreover, the efforts toward professional
respectability were hampered occasionally by rivalries between members of the profession and further complicated by a general antipathy
among the professionals toward their amateur counterparts. "Often
the amateur archeologist was not overly concerned with scientific method
in his investigations or the conclusions he reached about the origin
and meaning of the artifacts he found."26 Although Holmes, mor~ than
some of his colleagues, tended to excuse "ignorant, misled discoverers
while unmercifully castigating his serious opponents" and although he
himself succumbed on occasion to "imaginative, romantic responses
to the allures of the cliff-dwellers," his personal manner in archaeology,
according to Curtis Hinsley, "was marked by precise observation, remarkable visual clarity, and close attention to form and process."27
Perhaps, then, it is not surprising if he did not give proper credence
to the Wetherills, their methods, and their discoveries. After all, he
had been to Mesa Verde himself thirteen years before the Wetherills,
24. See McNitt, Richard Wetherill, 35-37, 55.
25. Noelke, "Bureau of American Ethnology," 38.
26. Ibid., 94-95. Richard Wetherill was caught in this professional-amateur opposition. Archaeological historian C. W. Ceram calls him "the most exceptional amateur
archaeologist who ever lived in the Southwest" and says that he "suffered the lot of
every great amateur in science. Reluctantly acknowledged by the professional, he was
at the same time always being slandered...." See C. W. Ceram, The First American: A
Story of North American Archaeology (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971), 159.
27. Hinsley, Savages and Scientists, 107 and 101.
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and nothing in Ben's letter suggested the magnitude of what Holmes
had missed.
One more point about these letters should be made. Conspicuously
absent from all of the extant Smithsonian correspondence with the
Wetherills is any reference to financial limitations preventing the Institution from supporting the family's expeditions. Perhaps there was
another letter from Holmes or one from Powell that makes that point,
or perhaps the Wetherills inferred it from Langley's phrase that the
Institution "is unable to make arrangements for obtaining large collections of this kind." Even if lack of funds were a problem, it is hardly
accurate to conclude that the Smithsonian was uninterested in American Indian antiquities, as a quick summary of the Institution's actual
work in the field during this time shows.
Supporters of the Wetherills as pioneers in archaeology, both in
general and in the Southwest in particular, tend to create the impression that before this family became involved, virtually nothing was
being done to preserve American· Indian artifacts, that no one else
cared "much about dead and gone Indians."28 Once again, though, the
facts differ from the claims. The first Smithsonian publication, Ancient
Monuments of the Mississippi Valley (1848), was a "monograph in archeology." It was followed two years later by a similar work by one of
the same authors, Aboriginal Monuments of the State of New York. 29 As
one Smithsonian historian says, "Indian life, in the distant as well as
the more recent past, has always been the subject of special interest
to the Smithsonian Institution."3o
Rather than a dearth of activity in the Southwest, there was actually so much work in the late 1860s and early 1870s that the various
explorations and surveys, all supported in part by the Smithsonian,
began competing with each other. As a result, John Wesley Powell
suggested, and Congress agreed, to the consolidation of efforts under
two new bureaus: the U.s. Geological Survey, under the Department
of the Interior, and the Bureau of Ethnology (later named the Bureau
of American Ethnology), under the Smithsonian Institution. This bureau issued its first annual report in 1879-1880, fully eight years before
Richard Wetherill saw Cliff Palace. Furthermore, Powell had personally
explored the mountain region of Colorado to study local Indian tribes,
28. For examples of this belief, see Comfort, Rainbow, 21, and McNitt, Richard Wetherill, 37-38, 43.
29. Oehser, Sons of Science, 83.
30. Gene Gurney, The Smithsonian Institution (New York: Crown Publishers, 1964),
43.
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and the Smithsonian's W. H. Holmes, as already noted, had been well
acquainted with Mesa Verde since 1875. 31
This interest continued unabated so that by 1880, according to
Hinsley, "the Southwest presented the most alluring ethnographic fields
in North America," in which the "bird-like cliff-dwellers of the remote
past" were one of the chief attractions. As a result, "The lower canyon
country of New Mexico and Arizona became the primary regional focus
of Bureau work."32 Granted that these expeditions missed the grandest
cliff-dwelling of all, they were nevertheless far from ignoring or even
slighting American Indian antiquities as a subject of study.
The same year that Richard Wetherill found Cliff Palace, Powell
and Holmes were collecting specimens from Jemez and Rio Grande
Valley; and another Smithsonian official, A. P. Davis, brought back a
collection of artifacts from Pueblo Alto, New Mexico. The same year
that Ben Wetherill wrote his first letter to the Smithsonian, officials
from the Institution were examining ruins in Casa Grande, Arizona. 33
And the same year that Willa Cather was writing The Professor's House,
people from the Smithsonian were excavating Indian ruins in Florida,
California, and Tennessee; were receiving two collections of specimens
from Mesa Verde (whether they were purchased or accepted as donations is not noted); and, despite increased printing costs and consequent delays, were continuing the "unique series of publications on
every phase of Indian life.... "34
Also notable is Smithsonian activity at Mesa Verde itself, even
though it did not occur until a few years after the Wetherills made their
first request. E. L. Hewett was employed by the Smithsonian to be a
member of the survey team that established boundaries for the national
park; and, as already noted, Smithsonian archaeologist (and later director of the Bureau of American Ethnology) Jesse Walter Fewkes was
responsible for much of the excavation of the ruins subsequent to that
done by the Wetherills. 35
31. Oehser, Sons of Science, 81, 83. The name "American" was added to the Bureau's
title in 1894. Judd, The Bureau of American Ethnology, 6.
32. Hinsley, Savages and Scientists, 192.
33. Samuel Pierpont Langley, Annual Report of the Smithsonian Institution, 1888 and
Annual Report, 1890 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1890), 72, 43.
34. Charles Doolittle Walcott, Annual Report of the Smithsonian Institution, 1924 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1925), 21-22, 75.
35. W. H. Holmes, Twenty-Seventh Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology
to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 1905-1906 (Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1911), 10. For some details of Fewkes's work, see Jesse Walter Fewkes,
"Antiquities of the Mesa Verde National Park/Cliff Palace," Smithsonian Institution Bureau
of American Ethnology, Bulletin 51 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1911).
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The Wetherills' Alamo Ranch with Mesa Verde in the background. Courtesy
New Mexico State Records Center and Archives.

Given all this interest in American Indian artifacts, one might ask
why the Smithsonian did not jump at the chance to support the Wetherills' excavation. The answer, possibly, is the very one the Wetherills
cited: lack of funds, coupled with prior commitments of limited resources. In 1888 the congressional appropriation for the Bureau of
American Ethnology was $40,000. Of this amount the bureau used
It is worth noting that Fewkes met one or more of the Wetherills on several occasions.
He first met Richard at the Hopi village of Walpi, Arizona, in late summer 1895. In telling
of this meeting, McNitt says, "Evidently the encounter made no particular impression
upon Richard, as it might have had he known how Fewkes would later refer to his work
at Mesa Verde." McNitt, Richard Wetherill, 91. Al Wetherill tells of guiding Fewkes and
his wife to the ruins of Cliff Palace and Spruce Tree House. Wetherill, Autobiography,
191-92. AI's daughter Martha remembers Fewkes visiting them several times in Gallup
when Al was postmaster there; ibid., Autobiography, 194, n.9; and, in a letter to the
superintendent of the National Park Service, Martha claims that Professor Fewkes would
admit that her father had started him "on his Mesa Verde career." Ibid., 294. It should
also be noted that Fewkes has his detractors. For example, Jack Smith says that Fewkes
used extremely crude methods of excavation, employed local laborers with no archaeological experience, and kept poor records. Interview with Jack E. Smith, April 4, 1986.
See also Hinsley, Savages and Scientists, 281; and Noelke, "Bureau of American Ethnology,"
309. The most damaging blow, however, comes from'Thomas W. Matthews, Supervisory
Archaeologist at the Chaco Center, who says that, judged by today's standards, Fewkes
was not even as good an archaeologist as Richard Wetherill. See his letter to David
Sumner, November 14, 1974, State Historical Society of Colorado, Office of the Registrar,
"Archaeology, Wilmarth Collection."

DAVID HARRELL

245

$38,719.90. Of that amount, $8,901 was spent for "Research in archaeology, southwestern portion of United States," and $1,471.56 for "Explorations of ruins, New Mexico, and ethnological collection."36 In 1890
the appropriation was the same, but the total expenditures (including
the balance carried from the previous year) were $41,458.14. Of that
amount, slightly over $9,000 went to finance "Researches in archaeology, southwestern portion of United States," and well over $13,000
went for "Researches, language of North American Indians." Furthermore, with this appropriation of only $40,000, the bureau listed thirtynine staff members. 37 Some of these must have been part-time employees or volunteers. According to Hinsley, "In every division the
small salaried staff was supplemented by a corps of unpaid workers,
students, military men, and collectors, assigned or invited to organize
collections with which they had some familiarity."38 Is it any wonder,
then, that the Smithsonian did not support the Wetherills in the way
the family wanted?
But even if money were not the problem, other factors may have
kept the Smithsonian from acting. Although he had no way of knowing,
of course, Wetherill made his request during a period when the Smithsonian and the Bureau of American Ethnology (BAE) were contending
with a variety of internal and external pressures and when the personnel were already absorbed in other projects.
When he received Wetherill's first letter, Secretary Langley had
been in office only two years. An unmarried loner with few friends,
he disagreed with Powell over who should control the BAE, finally
insisting in 1891 that the bureau come under the direct supervision of
the secretary's office, a move which Powell had resisted all along. 39
Langley further exacerbated relationships by continuing his predecessor's policy of appropriating a certain amount of BAE funds as the
"Secretary's Reserve" and using this money mostly to acquire collections. Langley came to be regarded as such a meddler that he inspired
fear in his colleagues. 4o As if these conflicts were not enough, Langley
also served as the vehicle through which Congress pressured Powell
to hire certain people and to keep them on the payroll even after he
. wanted to let them gO.41 Given these conditions, as well as Powell's
36. Langley, Annual Report, 1888, p. xxiv.
37. Langley, Annual Report, 1890, pp. xx-xxi.
38. Hinsley, Savages and Scientists, 95.
39. Ibid., 237-38.

40. Noelke, "Bureau of American Ethnology," 192.
41. Ibid., 162.
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John and Richard Wetherill at work in Spruce Tree House. Courtesy Mesa
Verde National Park.
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personal preference for the study of languages over the study of artifacts, Langley's referral of Wetherill's letter to Powell may have done
more harm than good.
Despite these pressures, BAE personnel were fully engaged in a
number of activities. In addition to the routine jobs of writing, printing,
and dispensing publications; of preparing exhibits for numerous fairs
and exhibitions; and of answering the mail (one staff member claimed
to have answered over 1500 letters), bureau employees were also investigating the Ghost Dance Religion during the 1880s and 1890s that
some whites feared was a prelude to another Indian uprising. More
specifically, Holmes himself was preoccupied with another matter. Long
a doubter of the existence of paleolithic man on the North American
continent, Holmes renewed his attacks on proponents of the belief in
1889, and in 1890 he published his first statement on the question. 42
Perhaps this issue was uppermost in his mind as he read Ben Wetherill's
letters.
Although these factors may help to explain the failure of the Smithsonian and the BAE to respond adequately at the time, today they offer
little consolation for the opportunity lost, or at least delayed~ One
wishes that Holmes, in particular, had taken Ben Wetherill's letters "
and his sons' efforts more seriously and had been able to extricate
himself from other matters to take another look at the ruins. That he
did not do so is more to be regretted than censured, however. <;;iven
the circumstances surrounding Holmes, it is difficult to see how he
could have acted otherwise. It is also difficult to imagine the Wetherills-untrained but zealous archaeologists torn between their mortgaged ranch and their newly-found treasures-doing other than they
did. Therefore, to place blame exclusively, or even predominately, upon
one side or the other seems inaccurate, if not pointless.
There was, however, another man in a position to affect the outcome of the Wetherill-Smithsonian correspondence. He was not a party
to it and apparently chose not to intervene. That man was Gustaf
Nordenskibld. At least by 1893, when his book was published, and
presumably even earlier, Nordenskibld was familiar with and generally
complimentary of Holmes's work in the Southwest. He even says that,
had Holmes and W. H. Jackson "only left Mancos Canon and followed
one of its northern lateral canons for a few kilometres," they would
have discovered the magnificent ruins for which Richard and Alfred
Wetherill now have the credit. 43 Probably, then, in the summer of 1891,
42. Ibid., 163-65, 173, 127, 129-30.
43. Nordenskiold, Cliff Dwellers, 12.
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when Nordenskiold visited the Wetherills and joined in their excavations, he knew about Holmes. Their unhappy correspondence with
Holmes must have been fresh on the Wetherills' minds. It seems likely
that, during one of those long, hot, dusty days of excavating, one party
would have mentioned Holmes to the other. Had Nordenskiold interceded, he might have been an effective agent on the Wetherills'
behalf. For whatever reason, here was another missed opportunity.
Of course, it would have been to everyone's advantage if the
Smithsonian had taken an active interest in Mesa Verde at the time of
Ben Wetherill's request. Fewer artifacts would have been lost to pothunters and vandals; the ruins would have been spared a few years'
additional deterioration; and the Wetherills would have had the gratification of an official sponsor. The most ironic beneficiary would have
been the Smithsonian itself, as an expedition to Mesa Verde in the early
1890s might have improved the Institution's standing with both Congress and the archaeological profession.
During the turn of the century, the state of the BAE declined
severely because of poor coordination of efforts; lack of a central plan;
and growing resentment, both within and without, over Major Powell's
policy of accumulating data and materials without publishing or publicizing them and without allowing access to them by outsiders. The
bureau was also under attack from Congress for not producing practical
work. There were claims that the bureau had departed from its "original
purpose and chief goal," which was "to furnish the national legislature
with reliable scientific information for dealing with the American aborigines."44 It is impossible to say now whether an expedition to Mesa
Verde in 1889 or 1890 would have warded off some of this criticism,
but it would almost surely have prevented the stagnation that, according to Hinsley, overtook the bureau by 1900. 45 Limited resources
were already committed, however, and the work at Mesa Verde would
have to wait. But as Willa Cather's Tom Outland said, "the Smithsonian
people ... would come out here all right."46 In the meantime, he, like
his real-life counterpart Richard Wetherill, would go on with the work
himself.

44. Hinsley, Savages and Scientists, 264, 248-49:
45. Ibid., 265.
46. Cather, Professor's House, 243. By the time Cather was writing her novel, people
from the Smithsonian had been working at Mesa Verde for a number of years. In fact,
it was two men from Fewkes's camp who rescued Cather and her friend Edith Lewis
after an inexperienced guide had gotten them lost. See Edith Lewis, Willa Cather Living
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1953), 95-99.

